- ELIJAH POAGE AND HIS MILL |

The Poage Family Built A Community When Roanoke Was Still The Great Lick Crossroad

alk about environmental impact
Sttements
Elijah Poage was 24 years old in
I1848—just 10 years alter Roanoke
County had been formed from the
fur western part of Augusta County—when
he appeared at the Salem Courthouse o
apply for permission to erect a 12-fool
dam. He owned land on both sides of Back
Creek, he said, and he wanted to operate
a grist and sawmill.

The Court ordered that a writ of Ad
Quod Damnum (*To What Damage") be
issued, directing the Roanoke County
Sherill to “summon and impannel 12 (it
persons™ who were impartial to meet upon
the land to “judge to the best of their skill
and ability, from above and below the pro-
pused dam, whether the property of others

Allthat development up loward
Bent Mountain along US. 221 is
laking place on land that was
once lhe sile of Indian [ootraces,
Later, the Poaye family eslab-
lished a mill and several other
businesses. The hislory of the
Back Creek area provides a
[ascinating look at the valley's
early developmenl.
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might be domuged.”

The jurors were also to delermine
whether, and in what degree, "lish of
passage and ordinary navigation™ might be
obstructed; whether such obstruction
could be prevented; and whether the health
ol Ponge’s neighbors would be “annoyed”
by the stagnation of the water.

Maybe that's where the Army Corps of
Engincers got its tone.

In June of 1848, the Court ordered that
Elijah Ponge “have leave to build the said
mill and dam.™

Sol cinn i Ronnoke County conmmumni
ty inthe valley ut the base of Mason’s Knob
whose nane exists today even though
Poage’s Miil is long gone

Elijah lived balf o mile east of the dmm
site, ina log cabin that hnd been built in
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Sywire Elijul Poage.
He was also a furniture and cabiner maker.

1833 by his father. John. Settlers passed
along the dirt road on their waty over Bent
Mountain to the Southwest Caroling Road.
Ox-drawn wagons, men on horseback and
on loot, traveled on their way lrom the
mountain top to the nearest trading post at
Lynchburg, transporting homegrown pro-
ducts to exchange for sugar, sult, collee,
teaand dress goods. The Poage land, about
a day’s trip from the Floyd area, was one
ol several Back Creek campgrounds,
Lepend says that Poage’s Mat bottomland
had been an Indian campground and also
afootrace track for Indians. An occasional

arrowhend is still found

When Ponge constructed his mill in

IB48, present-day Ronnoke WIS 0 scatler
ing of buildings at the Greq Lick
crosstond, surrounded by Lirpe farms,
Some Tots b been sold fi New Antwerp,
oAown which never materialized. | he
Town of Big Lick, a one Stuare-mile
group of 20 or so buildings and several
small tobacco processing Fictories. was
not clartered until 1874, Eight yeuars Later
the nume Big Lick was changed 1o Roa-
noke when the latter was chartered.

In 1840, Roanoke County had o popula-
tion of 5,000 and was 70 percent forested .,
There were 450 people in Sulem Vinton
was Gish's Mill, The years between the
founding of Rounoke County and the Civil
War were peacelul and prosperous for the
Back Creck settlers. Elijah Poage pros-
pered, too,

There were other corn mills in the coun-
ty, but Elijal's was the only mill which
could also prind wheat, He was quick 1o
abandon the old “'sash' sawmill (a
reciprocating blade similar to 4 cross-cut
Saw, except powered by water rather than
men) in favor of the newly invented., more
clficient circular saw, One history suys thal
his circular saw was the first in the south,
perhaps in the whole country,

Soon he added a furniture and collin fie-
tory. He developed an embalming (luid,
the first in the area, and added a mo tuary.
At his death in 1900, Poage owned one of
the oldest undertaking businesses in the
country ir lenpth of service

For nearly 50 years Elijah Poage made

The More Things Change The More They Stay The Same

THE BACK CREEK AREA
SINCE THE EARLY 1900

he Back Creek community was “an ex-
tension or suburb of the Great Lick scitle-
ment,”" wrote EB, Kegley in his 1938
“Virginia Fronticer." Driving out to Poage’s
Mill during the first half of this century
@5 a popular thing to do. The whole com-
munity turned out to stare and be amazed
when Tish Fishburn in 1902 drove his new
automobile, Roanoke's first, out to Poage’s
Mill to show it off. Raymond Barnes' Roa-
noke history records a big city-county pic-

nie there in 1920 which was “ittended by
4 multitude to boost improved roads "

In 1960, Barnes wrote: "“Today i

Pouge's Mill) is no longer a delighttul

THE Roanoken - Jury 1989

HAS BEEN A SUBURB

rural retreat where Roanokers can gu in
summer (o enjoy a bit of farm life, among
people who are friendly, hospitable, in-
variably kind-hearted. Some r sally
magnilicent homes are now found where
apple trees formerly fourished and the
picturesque dusty road of yesterday is now
a modern speedway. This pleasant com-
munity has lost its rural aspect and is fast
becoming a suburb of Roanoke.”

Barnes should see the area now. Since
he wrote, at least a baker's dozen subdivi-
sions have been developed between the
Cave Spring High School area and the foot
of Bent Mountain. Expensive homes, hid-
den by trees, nestle into the hilly terrain,
soconcealed that a easual passer-by would

Mary Poage Gregson with Elijah 1y wige's jourmal
“If he had any faults, I never heard af them.""

collins and caskets. A collin was o simple
wood hox, olten ol pine. A casket was fin-
cier. Many were of bluck witlnut, lined
with Eibric: some had silves handles,

Fortunately for posterity, Poage kept
meticulous records. Almost everyone in
the area had an account at the mill,

“le never owed anybody moncy, but
everybody owed him money,” says Mary
Poage Gregson, adescendant who lives on
land that once belonged 1o Elijah. She has
one ol his journals.

“As children, we all played with it she

continwed on page 48

never guess they are there

Artlington Hills. Scenic Hills and Old
Mill Forest were some of the first. dating
to the "60s and “70s, Fort Mason, Ponge
Mill Estates, Falcon Ridge, Bridlewood,
Countrywood and Holly Ridge develop-
ments appeared in the *70s. The '80s pro-
duced Highficlds, Vista Forest, Forest
Edpe, Higginbotham Farms and Ca ringpe
Hills. Most of the homes sit high, Many
have glimpses of the Blue Ridge Parkway
0 the south, magnificent views of the
mountaing all around,

The state highway department is
rumored o have had road improvements
for U.S. 221 on the books for 20 years. And
the current plan is to dust off (he plans and
eetto work on it. Maybe another big city-
county picnic at Poage's Mill attended by
amultitude to boost improved roads would
spur them on.
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